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1. Introduction  

This geographic names standardization policy has been prepared as an aid to those geographic names 
experts who are the working staff for the United States Board on Geographic Names (BGN) in the 
standardization of the geographic names of Vatican City1 for United States Government use. The BGN and 
its staff work to effect consistent treatment of geographic name spellings in U.S. Government databases, 
publications, maps, and charts. The country policies are intended to satisfy, in part, the statutory 
requirements levied upon the BGN in Public Law USC 80-242 to develop principles, policies and 
procedures for geographic names standardization, and to promulgate decisions with respect to the 
principles of geographic nomenclature and orthography. 

2. Languages and Language Policy  

a. Demographics 

As of February 1, 2019, Vatican City has a population of 618 citizens, of whom only 246 live within the 
walls surrounding the city-state.2 Altogether, 453 citizens and non-citizens inhabit Vatican City, which 
occupies 0.44 km² (0.17 mi²) within Rome. 

b. Language 

Vatican City has no official language; however, Italian (ISO 693-3 code ‘ita’) is the lingua franca, used in 
legislation, official communications, and everyday conversations.3 

c. Geographic Names Standardization 

No government entity is responsible for Vatican City geographic names standardization. Almost all 
features have Italian names of longstanding provenance, usually of several centuries. 

                                                           

1 The Vatican City is the sovereign territorial base for the Holy See, an independent state with which the United 
States Government conducts diplomatic relations. The Holy See is a government - a sovereign political state - with 
which most countries in the world conduct diplomatic relations, while the Vatican City is the sovereign territorial 
base from which the Holy See is headquartered and from where it exercises its worldwide ecclesiastical functions. 
See  “Vatican City and Holy See,” Approved: FNC 353 
<https://geonames.nga.mil/gns/html/PDFDocs/FNC353_VaticanCity.pdf> 

2 Of the 246, 104 are members of the Swiss Guard (Italian: Guardia Svizzera Pontifica), a small armed force and honor guard 
responsible for protecting the Pope and the Apostolic Palace. Many of Vatican City’s citizens reside around the world, serving as 
papal ambassadors in the Holy See’s diplomatic service. Vatican City citizenship is granted jus officii, based on an appointment to 
work in service to the Holy See. Citizenship ends with the appointment. 

3 The Holy See often issues official liturgical documents in Latin. As well, individual members of the Swiss Guard may take their 
loyalty oath in any of the official languages of Switzerland: German, French, Italian, or Romansh. These uses have no bearing on 
Vatican City toponymy. Italian is the official language of Italy. 
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3. Toponymic Policies  

a. Orthography 

The Italian alphabet consists of the Latin letters: 

A a, B b, C c, D d, E e, F f, G g, H h, I i, L l, M m, N n, O o, P p, Q q, R r, S s, T t, U u, V v, Z z 

Stress in Italian words ordinarily falls on the penultimate syllable. In maps of Italy, a grave accent (`) may 
appear over a, e, i, o, or u, an acute accent (´) over e or o. With the exception of Città del Vaticano, no 
Vatican City place name requires an accent. 

b. Romanization 

Romanization is not required for Italian. 

c. Diacritics 

The following diacritics are found in geographic names of Vatican City: 

Character Name Character Unicode Value 

Latin Capital Letter A with Grave À 00C0 
Latin Small Letter A with Grave à 00E0 

d. Generic Terms  

A generic is a term used to describe a geographic feature, such as ‘river,’ ‘hill,’ and ‘lake’: 

¶ Piazza della Zecca, piazza = ‘public square’ 

¶ Via del Mosaico, via = ‘road,’ ‘way’ 

¶ Giardini Vaticani, giardini = ‘gardens’ 

If the term does not identify the actual feature, it should be considered a false generic and not be added 
to the generic field of the Geographic Names Database (GNDB). Generic terms are not collected for 
populated places. Appendix D displays common Italian generic terms that may be found in approved 
Vatican City names. 

e. Hyphenation, Capitalization, Contractions, Adjectives, and Elision 

Hyphenation 

Only one feature in Vatican City, Museo Pio-Clementino, can be seen on authoritative maps with a hyphen, 
but the mark does not appear consistently even on the official website of Vatican museums.4 The analyst 
should collect Museo Pio Clementino as the Approved (‘N’) name, Museo Pio-Clementino as a Variant (‘V’). 

                                                           
4 The museum was named after Clement XIV (1769-1774) and Pius VI (1775-1799). The Italian-language webpage describing the 
museum’s history contains both Museo Pio-Clementino and Museo Pio Clementino. See: Musei Vaticani, ‘Clemente XIV (1769-
1774) e Pio VI (1775-1799).’ Italian. <http://www.museivaticani.va/> Accessed October 4, 2019. 

http://www.museivaticani.va/
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Capitalization 

Capitalize every substantive element in an Italian geographic name, including adjectives and generics:  

¶ Scala Regia 

¶ Cortile Guardia Svizzera 

¶ Centro Trasmittente Marconi 

Do not capitalize medial prepositions, preposition-article contractions, or conjunctions: 

¶ Cortile di San Damaso 

¶ Cappella della Madonna della Guardia 

¶ Magazzino Centrale e Centro Industriale 

Contractions 

Medial prepositions and articles in Italian place names must be contracted. Their final form depends upon 
the gender and number of the noun they modify. 

¶ Gender and Number 

Italian nouns are of feminine (f) or masculine (m) gender. Most nouns ending in -o are masculine 
(museo, palazzo), those ending in -a feminine (chiesa, piazza). Singular nouns ending in -e may be of 
either gender (torre f, viale m). Nouns ending in -i are usually plural masculine (giardini > giardino, 
appartamenti > appartamento). 

¶ Articles 

Italian articles may be definite or indefinite, but only the former appear in place names of Vatican City. 
Articles take the gender of the noun they modify: 

Masculine Singular Plural 

Definite il, lo, ƭΩ i, gli, ƎƭΩ 

Feminine Singular Plural 

Definite la, ƭΩ le 

¶ Prepositions 

Five prepositions commonly appear on maps of Italy: 

Italian  English 

a to, in, at, on, by 

da from, by, to, on 

di of, to, from, in, at 

in in, on, at 

su on, over, on top of 
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By far the most common preposition in Vatican City place names is di, which assumes the following 
forms when contracted with the above Italian articles: 

Contraction   =  Preposition   + Article Example 

degli di gli Viale degli Olivi 

dei di i Torre dei Venti 

del di il Cortile del Maggiordomo 

ŘŜƭƭΩ di lo,la ±ƛŀƭŜ ŘŜƭƭΩhǎǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊƛƻ 

della di la Largo della Sacrestia 

delle di le Via delle Fondamenta 

Adjectives 

An Italian adjective usually follows and always takes the gender of the noun modified. Most adjectives in 
Vatican City toponyms are singular and proper: 

Place Name Italian Adjective English Adjective 

Scala Regia regia royal 

Braccio Nuovo del Museo Chiaramonti nuovo, Chiaramonti new, Chiaramonti5 

Biblioteca Apostolica Apostolica apostolic 

Collegio Etiopico Etiopico Ethiopian 

Necropoli Precostantiniana Precostantiniana pre-Constantinian6 

Elision 

In an Italian place name, a final unstressed vowel retires when followed by a noun beginning with another 
vowel. Add an apostrophe to indicate the loss: 

● [ΩhǎǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊƛƻ wƻƳŀƴƻ  

● ±ƛŀ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭƻƴŜ 

● tƛŀȊȊŀ ŘŜƭ {ŀƴǘΩ¦ŦŦƛȊƛƻ 

f. Abbreviations 

Because of feature density, abbreviations often appear on maps of Vatican City, usually in the generic. 
Some of the most common: 

Abbreviation Place Name Expanded Abbreviation English 

!ōƛǎǎΦȞ /ƘƛŜǎŀ Řƛ {ŀƴ {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ ŘŜƎƭƛ !ōƛǎǎΦȞ Abissini Abyssinians 

Mad. Mad. della Guardia Madonna ‘Our Lady’ 

Pal. Pal. Tribunale Palazzo palace 

                                                           
5 Named after Pope Pius VII Chiaramonti (1800-1823) 

6 Refers to time before Constantine the Great (also known as Constantine I; reigned 306-324 CE), the first Roman emperor to 
convert to Christianity. 
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Abbreviation Place Name Expanded Abbreviation English 

Pal.  Pal.  Belvedere 

P.le 
Parcheggio P.le S. Rosa 

Piazzale 
square with one 
open side 

S. 
Santa 

Saint 
 

Palazzo S. Carlo San, short for Santo (m.) 

Sa. Piazza Sa. Marta 
Santa (f) 

S.ֹו Piazza S.ֹו Maria  

S  Via del S Uffizio Santo (m) 

SS. 
Seminario Lombardo dei SS. 
Ambrogio e Carlo 

Santi Saints 

g. Long and Short Forms 

Long forms of Vatican City toponyms are few. The English and Italian-language names may be the only 
ones: 

Long form: Vatican City State   Short form: Vatican City 

Long form: Stato della Città del Vaticano Short form: Città del Vaticano 

Short forms of such names usually appear on maps and lists. Long and short forms of names of populated 
places are approved when supported by official evidence. The short name should be ranked as the primary 
name. 

h. Numbers 

Vatican City place names contain neither Arabic cardinal nor ordinal numbers, but a few features named 
for historical pontiffs do have Roman ordinal numbers. These should be captured as printed on maps or 
in official documents: 

¶ Casina di Pio IV 

¶ Torrione di Niccolo V 

¶ Scala di Santo Pio IX 

¶ Viale Benedetto XV 

4. Political Geography Policy 

a. Country Name 

Conventional short form Vatican City 

Conventional long form Vatican City State 

Italian short form Città del Vaticano 

Italian long form Stato della Città del Vaticano  
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b. Capital Name and First-order Administrative Divisions (ADM1) 

The Vatican City has neither a capital nor ADM1s.  

c. Conventional Names 

The Vatican City country file in the GNDB contains the following conventional names. To change the list 
by removing or adding names, BGN approval is required: 

Name UFI UNI Designation 
Vatican City 
Vatican City State 

-131932 
14066218 

PCLI 
-200710 

d. Unique Geopolitical Situations 

For the latest country-specific boundary dispute information, consult the U.S. Department of 
State: <internationalboundaries@state.gov>  

5. Source Material 

Map 

Città del Vaticano. Pianta Turismo Foglio N. 93 (Vatican City. Tourist Map Sheet No. 93). 1:3,000. Istituto 
Geografico Visceglia, 1966(?). Italian-language names of buildings, streets, and gardens of the city-state. 
Available in the Library of Congress, Geography and Map Reading Room (Madison, LMB01). Call Number 
G6714.R7:3V3E635 1966 .I6. 

Place Names 

Stato della Città del Vaticano. Official website, provides descriptions, images, histories, and official 
spellings of Vatican City museums and monuments, as well as of features within the Basilica di San Pietro 
(Saint Peter’s Basilica). Italian. 

<https://www.vaticanstate.va/it/> 

Musei Vaticani. Official website of the Vatican museums, provides images, descriptions, and official 
spellings of Vatican City museums, villas, and gardens. Italian, English, German, French, Spanish. 

<http://www.museivaticani.va/content/museivaticani/it.html> 

mailto:internationalboundaries@state.gov
https://www.vaticanstate.va/it/
http://www.museivaticani.va/content/museivaticani/it.html


FNC 402 
Approved 

8 

Appendix A: Glossary of Generic Terms 

The following terms are commonly found in maps of Vatican city: 

Italian English Designation Code (DSG) 
appartamento apartment BLDG 

archivio archive BLDG 

arco arch  

atrio atrium  

basilica basilica CH 

biblioteca library BLDG 

cappella chapel CH 

caserma barrack BRKS 

casina cottage HSE,BLDG 

chiesa church CH 

cimitero cemetery CMTY 

città city PPL 

cortile courtyard  

elemosineria almonry BLDG 

ferroviaria railroad station RSTN 

fontana fountain  

galleria gallery  

giardini gardens, parks GDN,PRK 

grotta cave CAVE 

ingresso entrance GATE7 

laboratorio laboratory  

magazzino warehouse BLDG 

monastero monastery MSTY 

museo museum MUSE 

palazzo palace PAL 

parcheggio parking area PKLT 

piazza square SQR 

portone gate GATE 

poste post office BLDG 

scala steps (stairway) STPS 

serre greenhouse BLDG 

spacci shops BLDG 

torre 
tower TOWR 

torrione 

ufficio office BLDG 

via road, street, way RD 

viale avenue, boulevard RD 

  

                                                           
7 Refers to an access point in the walls surrounding Vatican City (e.g., Ingresso di Santa Anna, Ingresso del Perugino, Ingresso del 
Petriano) 



FNC 402 
Approved 

9 

Appendix B: Maps of Vatican City 

Italian-Language Map of Vatican City 

 

Base map: Città del Vaticano, 1973. Inset: d-maps.com, ‘Western Europe’ (detail). <d-
maps.com> English. Accessed January 30, 2020. 
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English-language Map of Vatican City 

 

Source: Nations Online, ‘Maps of Countries Index.’ English. 
<https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/vatican-city-map.htm> Accessed October 4, 2019. 

  

https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/vatican-city-map.htm


FNC 402 
Approved 

11 

Relative Size of Vatican City 

The smallest country in the world, Vatican City is about 0.7 times the size of the National Mall in 
Washington, DC: 

 

Source: Central Intelligence Agency: The World Factbook, ‘Holy See (Vatican City).’ English. 
<https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/the-world-factbook/geos/vt.html>. Accessed 
October 4, 2019. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/resources/the-world-factbook/geos/vt.html

